Unless those schools are very. very unusual, the answer will be. "none. n Painting and sculpture are in the same sorry state as music; very few students actually study them in most schools.
But we've managed to make the study of literature an important part of the curriculum--at least in the amount of school time devoted to it.
English teachers are supposed to be naive. but our success in getting our favorite thing to be required of everyone makes me doubt our other-worldliness. We've kept ourselves in business and gotten paid for doing what we like to do: read and talk to others about what we've read.
Public Attitudes Toward English
While we see our job as teaching literature to students, it is pretty clear that parents. taxpayers. school board members. and politicians, when they think about English. more and more think about matters like ('Qllposition and reading comprehension.
They don't mention literature when they get excited about what schools are and are not doing well.
(Indeed. even we fan back to those matters when we ask for smaller classes: have you ever heard a case made for small English classes on the basis of a need for small groups to discuss literature?)
But, as said. it's the teaching of literature that we really want to do; and we do a lot of it.
Most studies of what goes on in English classes have shown that literature takes the majority of time.
For some time. though, we've been in danger. Despite recent reports from places like the Carnegie Foundation that support the need for humanistic studies in schools, our place in the school curriculum as literature teachers is not always secure. Our own success in making literature central in the curriculum has made us vulnerable because we take up so many resources. More than one English teacher has had the experience of telling parents at a back-to-school night what he or she was doing with their children in English class and having the parents object in one way or another to "all that literature." We've heard them ask for ,more grammar and spelling. That request tells us that parents value English class because it supposedly equips them with basic reading and writing skills that they believe are necessary for successful careers, high positions, lots of money, and entrance to country clubs.
For a time, English teachers were in serious danger of becoming an endangered species. We were about to have our favorite subjectliterature--declared a "frill" and made an elective for the guidance department to fiddle with.
A Student Teaching Story
Despite the fact that many students today indicate that literature is their least disliked subject in school, there is a general feeling among taxpayers that the study of literature is trivial and a waste of time and money. I think I know why that is; and, to explain, let me teU you a story.
1 remember vividly my own student teaching. 1 had just flnished a
Master's degree in English with a concentration on the English novel and a thesis on James Joyce's Ulysses as a comic novel--excellent prepara tion for student teaching as I'm sure you will agree. When 1 arrived at the high school where I was assigned, I learned that I would be teaching two classes of junior English, one superior class, and one average class. For once, the labels were correct. The story 1 want to tell you has to do with the su perior class. These kids were by far the smartest group of students I have ever faced. They went on to get law degrees from Harvard and PhD's in mathematics from Princeton. The teacher with whom I was to work told me that 1 would be starting off with The Scarlet Letter. She suggested that I sit in the back of the room and observe for a couple of days and then take over. Since 1 was scared to death, that suggestion was fine with me.
She told me that she would introduce the novel and then 1 could pick it up. When the students arrived. therefore. I was cowering in the back row. After a few words about the life of Hawthorne. she had them turn to the first chapter. Now. I'm sure you remember that first chapter--it's usually referred to as "The Custom House Chapter." decided at once that I was glad that she was teaching that part. is the term "black hole" but a vivid metaphor for a puzzling phenomenon?
Niles Bohr tells how he was stumped by the bits of information that he had discovered about the atom until the image of the solar system came to him in a reverie. That metaphor--an atom is like a solar systemallowed him to move on to understand the physics of the atom, though, like many metaphors, once it had served its purpose, it proved not to be fully satisfactory. Watson and the spiral of the chromosomes and
Poincare and the insights that came to him while stepping onto a bus and while watching the waves beat against a shore are other examples of the power of the metaphor to make meaning from the chaos of the physical world. Even the story of Newton and the apple, though perhaps not historically accurate, is a metaphor itself of the power of the metaphor.
It is important to point out that the old, tired distinction between form and content that English teachers have worried to death makes no sense from this perspective. The purpose of both science and art is to make meaning of the chaos of reality. Therefore', the form that each gives in and to that meaning--the laws of physics and the controlled rime and metre of the Shakespearean sonnet--is the meaning that has been made, as much as is the sense of the words or the mathematics of the formulae.
So Eisner has helped me to see that literature--indeed, all art--is a making of meaning from chaos and a sharing of the meaning made. From ancient times until our own, young and old people have used stories to explain the natural world and the world of human experience. Myth and joke and anecdote--stories make meaning. than it was when I was fifteen--it is merely different.
The glory of teaching literature the way Rosenblatt suggests is that, as teachers, we are not locked into a boring and repetitious telling of the one right way. an interpretation that we have told year after year to disinterested students. Rather, each reading of the work is a new discovery, because we have changed and, more important, because the students who read the work with us are different people--different from the students in last year!s class and different from each other.
I remember watching. a student teacher try to teach short stories to a group of students who would be called !!low achievers!! and !!disadvantaged!! in our current jargon. Intelligent and upper-class in her own background, she failed again and again. We struggled together without success to overcome her handicap. Then, one day, she assigned a story about a boy and his parole officer. The next day she said, "So, what do you think?!! and the students started. Those kids had had parole officers or their parents had or their boy friends had. They brought lots to the story that we, never having had parole officers, could not.
Their responses were alive and real. That student teacher and I took far more away from that class than we brought to it.
Elliot Eisner has helped me to understand why literature is important: it is a way of knowing, a making of new meanings out of the chaos of reality. Louise Rosenblatt has helped me to understand why the teaching of literature is important. Only in English classes do most students have a chance to share with others their responses to the meaning writers have created.
Students as Readers
As teachers, then, we have the responsibility to select literature for our students to read, and to create a receptive, inquiring environment for sharing responses and understanding works. But, doing that is a terribly difficult task.
It is much more difficult, in fact.
than giving students the truth about a few great classics we learned in our college English classes. and (4) aesthetic appreciation.
In the first stage, "escape," which begins in early childhood, people become lost in the world of the books that they read. They live the events. It is as if they have been transported into the book. On the other hand, they rarely consider the meaning of What is happening.
They will retell the story of the book, but they infrequently question why characters acted as they did.
In other words, they do not ask philosophical questions. I think our performance in terms of the liftoff performance and in terms of the orbital performance, we knew more about the envelope we were operating under, and we have been pretty accurately staying in that, And so I would say the performance has not by design drastically improved. (think we have been able 10 characterize Ihe performance more as a function of our launch experience as opposed to it improving as a function of time.
